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ABSTRACT 
 
Professional ethics are often presented in the LIS classroom as satisfying normative and 
constitutive goals. This paper argues for considering how professional ethics can build trust 
relationships between public libraries and patrons, using the enactivist model of cognition, and 
the intersubjective ethics of Emmanuel Levinas. These explain how communicating professional 
ethics may help inform the sense making processes of patrons experiencing affective 
vulnerability as they determine whether to trust the library. A quantitative stratified sampling of 
thirty public libraries in Alabama revealed that libraries serving smaller, more rural communities 
were less likely to share professional values on their web sites. Values such as intellectual 
freedom, diversity, and sustainability were particularly underrepresented. This paper concludes 
with a recommendation to emphasize values communication, particularly in the construction of 
policies, when teaching professional ethics. These communications will aid those experiencing 
affective vulnerability, such as during a pandemic, in making informed trust decisions.  
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COMMUNICATION OF VALUES 
 
Two prevalent ways of introducing professional ethics to learners in the Library and 
Information Science (LIS) classroom are through discussing normative and constitutive modes of 
ethics. The normative mode of ethics presupposes that one of the goals of education on 
professional ethics should be to standardize, as much as possible, practitioner responses to 
ethically challenging circumstances. From a sociological standpoint, normative professional 
ethics are a means to mitigate abuses of professional authority on the societal level and promote 
attitudes of responsibility in individual service (Abbott, 1983, pp. 855–856). Presenting 
professional ethics in the constitutive mode, through codes, statements, and values documents, 
aids in defining and defending the scope of practice. Professional ethics in this mode provides a 
sense of collective identity. Members of a profession are the people who share certain normative 
beliefs about ethical standards and may take pride in that fact. For LIS, these would include 
values such as intellectual freedom, privacy, access to information, etc. This is useful in 
professions where individuals are able to practice without the consent of standards bodies. Here 
constitutive professional ethics function like a recognizable boundary marker denoting which 
practitioners do or do not operate under the banner of a profession (Singer, 2015, p. 21). Not 
everyone in a public library environment will be educated in both modes of professional ethics. 
Individuals with an MLIS can be expected to have been exposed to these ideas; the same cannot 
be said of all para-librarians, volunteers, community partners, and patrons.  
If professional ethics have value beyond their status markers, extending awareness of 
them beyond MLIS-holders would seem to be a beneficial goal, but one with time and interest 
limits for doing so. Operational policies, which standardize institutional practices, normalize 
everyday decisions. Policy statements, documents which communicate policies to stakeholders, 
can help set observable boundary markers. Policy statements could provide a useful space to 
witness what values are communicated. This leads to the central research question, are 
professional values being communicated through publicly available policy statements and related 
communications, and if so, which values? The current research analyzes a sample of public 
library websites and social media pages in the U.S. state of Alabama, seeking professional ethics 
language communicated in policy statements. This is in order to determine which values are 
communicated most frequently and get a sense of how detailed they are in presenting underlying 
norms. This sample was taken during the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic in the United 
States, a period when public librarians and their patrons were responding to unprecedented 




Understanding which ethics are being conveyed is important because LIS professional ethics are 
a distinctly social and service-oriented form of applied ethics. While professional ethics are internally 
useful, the need for service decisions and boundaries implies the existence of community as served by 
the public library. If LIS professional ethics are derived from decisions about how best to serve, then 
libraries have an obligation to express those ethics to those they would benefit. Following from the 
tradition of 20th century philosopher Emmanuel Levinas, the researchers recognize the affective and 
empathetic elements of ethics over the regulatory ones. Levinas sought to establish ethics as a first 
philosophy, where intersubjectivity would serve as the basis for all phenomenal experience, not only the 
underlying basis for moral decision-making. Instead of imagining the world as a collection of tools to be 
grasped as with Heidegger, Levinas offers an alternative image of the world as an “ensemble of 
nourishments,” the presence of which provides delights, but in their absence can lead to deprivation 
and death (Levinas, 1987, pp. 62–63). For Levinas the point of ethics is not to achieve one’s self 
interests, but is instead to recognize and respond to the ultimate fragility of the Other. Here, the Other 
is simultaneously singular and plural, representing shared human frailty, but always finding expression in 
the form of a person. Levinas emphasized the act of witnessing the face of a fellow human being and, in 
a way that transcended other phenomena, this witnessing affirms the dignity of the Other (Levinas & 
Bernasconi, 2001, p. 38). From this perspective, communicating one’s professional ethics is a way of 
responding authentically to the recognition that a person operates from a vulnerable position whenever 
using library resources. This vulnerability is not an abstraction but a lived experience, particularly so for 
members of historically disadvantaged groups, immigrants, or those suffering economic hardships. The 
ethical response to the Other includes an empathetic engagement with affective needs. Since it is not 
possible to know the needs of every Other, it becomes all the more important to communicate LIS 
professional values clearly so that patrons can autonomously and subjectively determine if libraries can 
be trusted, even in light of the vulnerability inherent in that kind of trust. Without professional self-
disclosure, from librarians there can be no true basis for requesting this kind of trust. 
Respect for patron autonomy and empathy for their affective needs are long-standing elements 
of supporting information seeking behavior, as articulated in the body of sense-making literature by 
Brenda Dervin (Dervin et al., 2003). In participatory sense making, a person makes decisions about the 
best actions to take, often reaching a conclusion about what to do by interpreting communication from 
others, including affective communication (De Jaegher & Di Paolo, 2007, p. 489). This creation of an 
understanding about the world through an individual’s embodied interpretive interactions is called 
enactivism (Di Paolo et al., 2007, p. 36). A person does not discover an understanding, but instead 
enacts one bodily through interactions with the environment, including intersubjective interactions. 
Many versions of enactivism exist, but the one of interest here is autopoietic enactivism: cognition that 
is self-creating and self-sustaining and emphasizes the need for autonomy in the sense-making process. 
The theory of enactivism has been applied to ethical decision making in general (Colombetti & Torrance, 
2009) and to the ethics of Levinas specifically (Métais & Villalobos, 2021). The key to how this line of 
thinking relates to the public communication of values is this: people create their own understanding of 
something they encounter in their world, for example a public library, while simultaneously creating the 
part of their self that stands in relationship with the thing they have encountered. LIS professionals 
cannot and should not control what their patrons think of the library, but if they want vulnerable 
patrons’ trust, it is insufficient to provide ethically informed services. Instead, librarians should create 
opportunities for the patron to conclude that trust is warranted by emphasizing the respect librarians 
hold for their patrons, recognizing their affective vulnerability, and disclosing how the library’s policies 




A quantitative stratified sampling procedure was used to select a sample of thirty 
Alabama public libraries. Stratified sampling was used to ensure a sample that accurately 
reflected the population of public libraries in Alabama. To represent geographic diversity, five 
libraries were selected from each of the six Alabama Public Library Services (APLS) consultant 
districts, and all thirty libraries were selected from different counties. Additionally, the APLS 
Statistics Summary of 2018 splits all Alabama Public Libraries into six groups according to the 
size of the population each library serves: less than 2,000; 2,000 – 4,999; 5,000 – 9,999; 10,000 – 
19,000; 20,000 – 49,999; and 50,000 and greater. These groups are not equal in size, so a 
proportionate number of libraries in each section were selected for this sample to ensure a group 
of thirty libraries that accurately reflected the size diversity of Alabama Public Libraries. With 
these sampling requirements in place, the libraries were randomly selected.  
 
Table 1 
Selection of Library by Group 
Population   
Number of 




Sample Size  
0-1,999  43  19%  6  
2,000-4,999  35  16%  5  
5,000-9,999  53  24%  7  
10,000-
19,999  42  19%  6  
20,000-
49,999  28  12%  3  
50,000 +  23  10%  3  
Total  224  100%  30  
 
After assembling a sample of thirty Alabama public libraries, each library’s online 
presence was examined. To standardize the procedure, specific attention was paid to library 
websites, catalogue websites, city websites for the library, and library Facebook pages. Each of 
these was examined in July 2020, and Facebook posts made between January 2020 and July 
2020 were taken into consideration.  
 Because “ethical language” is a broad and subjective search, the researchers focused on 
coding the use of the twelve ALA Core Values, as these provide “an essential set of core values 
that define, inform, and guide our professional practice” (American Library Association, 
2019).Each online presence within the sample of thirty libraries was examined for use of the 
twelve ALA Core Values, and each core value was then coded with a number between zero and 
four. A zero was given to a library for a specific value if there was no reference made to that 
value in any online presence. A value was coded with a one if the library broadly alluded to the 
value without using the language of the ALA. For example, many libraries in the sample 
provided links to continuing education resources without communicating the importance of 
“Education and Lifelong Learning.” These libraries thus scored a one for the value of “Education 
and Lifelong Learning.” A score of two was given when the value was implied and expounded 
upon without the value itself being explicitly named. The value of preservation was frequently 
coded as a two, as many of the libraries examined wrote on the importance of local history 
without using the word “preservation.” This specific category allowed a way to credit libraries 
who did more than link resources or make a broad allusion even if they did not use the value-
oriented language of the ALA. The score of three was awarded in instances in which the ALA 
core value was mentioned outright. “Access” and “Service” scored a three in many libraries, as 
these exact words were often used by libraries to describe their missions. Finally, the score of 
four was provided when a core value was explicitly written about within a policy document or 
policy FAQ. These explanations are encouraged because they should be use by “librarians as the 
foundations of their practice” (American Library Association, 2019). If these values are written 
into policy language, then they are being used to communicate and justify library practice, which 
is why such instances scored a point higher than other uses of the values. In instances in which a 
core value was used multiple times by a single library, the highest individual score was counted 
towards the library. Thus, each library had a potential maximum score of 48 (all 12 core values 
coded at a four) and a potential minimum score of zero. Before coding, the researchers read 
documents meant to clarify the core values. Special care was given to internally define values 
with apparent overlap, such as public good and social responsibility, for consistency. A 
reconciliation of the portions of web sites and social network posts examined increased 
confidence that the researchers identified all policy-related areas.  
RESULTS 
 
The highest value recorded for a public library in this survey was 37/48 and the lowest was 1/48. 
The identities of these libraries are not being shared as part of this proposal, because the authors do not 
want to present these findings as a public critique of any library or system, rather as a broader snapshot 
of the degree to which values are being expressed in policy statements. As expressed in figure 1 below, 
libraries serving larger population centers tended to have higher average value communication, with the 
greatest jump occurring between population size groups four and five. Public libraries representing 
smaller communities, often with smaller budgets, and fewer FTE’s worked by employees with the MLIS 
or equivalent are less likely to communicate their values online. Another noticeable factor was that 
policy documents of any kind were more likely to be present when a library was part of a system instead 
of being a stand-alone library. One possible explanation for this is that policy documents are more 
needed when policies are to be standardized between libraries in a system. This may indicate that policy 
statements in these instances are for constitutive ends rather than externally communicative. 
   
Figure 1 




Figure 2 shows the total number of times core values appeared in policy statements on web sites, 
noting the range of representation in professional ethics in these communications. This is not the 
degree of detail, just the total occurrences. Access and preservation both occurred on 22/30 web 
sites, while sustainability did not occur in any policy statements. Most notable here are the 
values for privacy, diversity, and intellectual freedom which all occurred five or fewer times. 
The relatively high occurrence of democracy as a value may be a result of our data being 
collected during a hotly contested U.S. presidential campaign season. Public good likely occurs 
frequently as a result of a coding decision to count instances when the library’s statement 
indicates it provides services that patrons would otherwise have to pay for free of charge.   
 
Figure 2 





In times of crises, such as the ongoing global pandemic, the vulnerability experienced by 
patrons may be intensified, increasing barriers to trust. This makes it even more important to use 
LIS normative and constitutive ethics to guide practice decisions and to use policy statements to 
communicate the values behind those decisions. As the decision to trust is often an affective one 
rather than the result of active persuasion, the presentation of values in policy statements do not 
need to be didactic. Instead, they should aim to be empathetic, demonstrating how the public 
library can help patrons meet autonomy goals, particularly as they relate to lived experiences of 
vulnerability. The survey of policy statements for public libraries in Alabama described above 
paints a picture of a need for LIS educators who teach topics of professional ethics, whether in 
foundations courses or stand-alone information ethics or information policy courses, to include 
modules on the importance of communicating values, particularly for practice in rural libraries 
that are not part of a larger consortium or system. The lack of expression of values like diversity, 
intellectual freedom, and sustainability is particularly troubling, and while these topics may be 
challenging to share in rural areas, it is unreasonable to expect vulnerable patrons to use library 
services without expressing these ethical convictions.    
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